Prudence must now be our watchword. It is our one defence against the problem of over population. Some 6.8 billion people are alive today and that number is set to rise inexorably in the decades to come. The thought of any controls on this rise is beyond politicians -excepting the Chinese, the only voice of sanity, albeit an authoritarian one. There is therefore a distinct probability that we will be the agents of our destruction. Any other animal species on the planet whose numbers rise beyond the point at which their surroundings can sustain them suffers population collapse. Why should we be different? The ''Modest Proposal'' of Swift, albeit with tongue-in-cheek, offers a solution but one that is unlikely to be visited. Governments rarely talk about these things, they prefer a safer tack. If we won't or can't control our global population then we must control its profligacy. The resources of the world are finite. It's not just the oil that will run out, a lot of other materials are already in short supply and the situation can only get worse. Therefore the people of the world must be more prudent. In the double-speak of today they must all become ''greener''. There are no carrots to tempt us and so it is the stick.
The big stick at present is ''climate change'' which is any government's way of saying ''global warming due to anthropogenic carbon dioxide''. From the ''new ice-age'' fears of the 1970s the temperature scale has turned around and the new decision is that the world is warming up and it's all our fault. How do we, that is the politicians, approach this? First they pretend that ''climate change'' is new, secondly that within a few years it will be out of control, thirdly that we, the countries of the world, can do something about it. A lot of question marks can be sprinkled over that sentence. The third part, at least for the UK, is a nonsense. The UK currently produces around 1.87% of the worlds carbon dioxide from fossil fuels, a figure reducing to nearer 1% in a few years as other countries increase their output. Whatever we do in the UK will have no measurable effect on world carbon dioxide levels whatsoever. If we feel we must reduce emissions we can only do so by building new nuclear power stations as soon as possible. Alternative forms of energy production will not work for reasons I discuss later.
Anyway, for the moment the planet is not playing ball, not really heating up as the doom sayers have warned and so all the terrible consequences predicted are not so obvious that they are concentrating our minds as they should. Worse still, with failure of the World's banking systems and global economic depression ''climate change'' seems to have been pushed to the back burner. The reason for this is obvious and perhaps best illustrated by the song from the musical ''Cabaret'': ''Money makes the world go around,'' 5repeat4,5repeat4 and it is money that is concentrating the hearts and minds of the (banking) world.
Before the balloon went up and credit was crunched the money people were concentrating hard on their contributions to ameliorating ''climate change'', and how it could reward them. The situation had two parts: first to remove that naughty carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and second, not to produce any more. Since these are technical problems and quite unsuited to members of the banking world they had their own agenda. The reducing what was already there was a tricky one and it wasn't immediately obvious how to make money from it. Not producing any more was a different matter, here was a goldmine waiting to be dug. One clever scheme was ''Carbon credits'' flagged as a key component of national and international emission trading schemes. Carbon credits work by providing a way to reduce emissions by capping total annual emissions and letting the market assign a monetary value to any shortfall through trading. Credits can be exchanged between businesses or bought and sold in international markets at the prevailing market price. The pragmatic approach would be that either you reduce carbon dioxide output or you don't. Unfortunately the first idea doesn't make money while the second does. Rather than do anything about carbon dioxide you make it into a financial instrument. Trading this makes money and the world carries on turning.
Who knows what the future will bring now that the financial world is no longer awash with money and globalization is looking suspect. Support for renewable energy technology as a way to reduce the increase in carbon dioxide is weakening in the face of the worldwide economic problems and the true scale of the carbon dioxide reductions required is becoming more apparent. Wind energy, solar power, biofuels, biomass, and hydrogen energy along with schemes for carbon capture and storage don't appear as quite the panacea they did a year or two ago. Wind power has never stood up to serious scientific and economic study, although it does make a lot of money for some. The cost of building a windmill and decommissioning it at the end of its life are two major factors often ignored. While it is working there is the inconvenient fact that the wind doesn't blow most of the time and so a fossilfuel-fired power-station with equivalent output has to be kept on standby to fill in the gaps. Solar power has advantages, even though it is expensive, and is best installed where there is plenty of sun. Unfortunately, for many countries domestic users want power at night for heat and light because the sun has gone down. All devices that produce an intermittent supply of electricity relying on wind, or sun, or tides produce electricity based on things other than demand. Since direct storage of electricity on any scale is near impossible and schemes such as ''pumped storage'' have limited sites where they could be employed the so-called ''renewables'' can only ever be an expensive, uneconomic, and largely unnecessary, addition to conventional power generation. If we don't want more power stations fuelled by fossil fuels then the nuclear option seems to me the only viable one. The arguments against are mostly rooted in the early technology and have no relevance to the sort of plant built today and proposing the threat of terrorism as a reason for not developing nuclear power stations is absurd.
Alternative fuels, ''biofuels'' and biomass present problems. Biofuels need vast tracts of arable land which would otherwise be used for food production and so are falling out of favor as their impact on world food production is becoming apparent. The argument reduces to whether it is ethical to produce fuel in a way that is inefficient, although renewable, at the expense of a world population many of whom are malnourished. Biomass is fine so long as demand for it doesn't produce the same problems as biofuels. Introducing it on a large scale is probably unwise. Hydrogen energy is an emerging technology. The world has no shortage of hydrogen but getting it is not easy. Maybe one day when the technology is developed, and if the economics make sense, it will be useful, hopefully very useful. So, at the present time ''alternatives'' are not as useful as they are often said to be but there is a lot of money to be made through employing them and that is enough reason for their continuation and development. However, they will not save us. The bottom line at present is that if we want the lights to stay on we must still rely on nuclear energy, coal, oil, and gas.
